[Altitude and the right heart].
Altitude is associated with a decrease in partial pressure of oxygen. Hypoxia induces pulmonary vasoconstriction with subsequent fixed increase in pulmonary artery pressure, and eventual right heart failure. High altitude exposure is associated with an increase in pulmonary artery pressure that is proportional to initial vasoconstriction. Echocardiographic evaluations on a large number of subjects show that the altitude-induced increase in pulmonary pressure is generally modest and does not exceed the 25mmHg that are diagnostic of pulmonary hypertension. This does not greatly increase right ventricular afterload, so that imaging of the right ventricle only shows some alterations of indices of systolic or diastolic function, but preserved contractile reserve during exercise. In less than 1% of cases, hypoxic vasoconstriction is strong and may be a cause of severe pulmonary hypertension and right heart failure. The prognostic relevance of altitude-induced pulmonary hypertension and associated cardiac function alterations is not known. Treatment of hypoxic pulmonary hypertension relies on evacuation to a lower altitude, oxygen and pulmonary vasodilators. These treatment strategies have not been rigorously evaluated. Altitude may be a cause of right heart failure. This uncommon complication of altitude exposure requires further epidemiological and therapeutic studies.